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This Virus Thing 
 

That little scrap of RNA 
not alive but yet not dead 
Evolved to be the emperor 
and its subjects live in dread 
 

Words we never heard before 
now familiar in our minds 
The PPE and ventilators 
Doctors cannot seem to find 
 

While power reveals its weakness 
the anonymous and the meek 
Came forth and uncomplaining 
and risk all, to treat the weak 
 

 watch with fascination 
self-isolating in our room 
The flattening of the curve 
and talking to that Zoom 
 

We need to hear a laugh or two 
just to keep the spirits bright 
The virus has no funny bone 
while it’s hiding out of sight 
 

So connect with friends on video 
and dance both night and day 
Or learn to play an instrument 
until you’re paid to go away 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Or venture out to exercise 
for the first time since last year 
Keep your distance from your friends 
while yelling at their ear 
 

Pride comes before the fall 
so the proverb goes 
Some things you can rule 
While some get up your nose 
 

So with fire and climate change 
pandemics and the rest 
To all we’re not immune 
don’t boast we are the best 

 

Mark Turner  2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 
 

 

A Robertson Red Passionfruit 

http://www.reps.org.au/
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THE NEW LANDSCAPE?  UNCHARTED 

TIMES DEMAND A NEW RESPONSE. 

An essay by John Stowar 

“It’s the gum trees’ country. They had it before we 
came. They’ll have it again when we've gone." 

           Douglas Stewart 
 

I wend my way down the bush track beneath Spotted 

gums to the beach. There he is again. Just like 

yesterday and the day before.  Every four or five 

metres or so there is a mound of leaves, twigs, gum 

nuts and bark over the extensive hillside backyard.  

And at this season leading up to Christmas the 

Spotted gums (Corymbia maculata) are shedding 

copious bark (revealing their characteristic trunks of 

mottled grey, pink and beige), necessitating more 

raking than usual. Between the mounds the ground is 

bare earth apart from the tree trunks and burrawangs 

(Macrozamia communis) that have had all their 

lower fronds removed, ensuring that no foliage 

touches the ground. They look mildly ridiculous, 

resembling a mob of youths who have all had recent 

crew cuts; the way we did for the Christmas holidays 

back in the fifties. With commitment the fellow is 

doing bushfire hazard reduction as instructed by the 

Rural Fire Service.  The collected material is taken to 

the tip. 

 Mulling over his commitment (or is it 

paranoia) to be 'bushfire ready' I can’t overcome my 

scepticism of just how effective it all is in the face of 

a serious bushfire within that forest. And at the beach 

I can’t get all that raking and exposed earth out of 

my head. It brings to mind the first book I read on 

Australian bush gardens. Designing Australian Bush 

Gardens by Betty Maloney and her sister Jean 

Walker (published in 1966) was a seminal work 

influencing my thinking and that of many others 

looking for an alternative to closely-shaven irrigated 

lawns. Their approach advocated saving any existing 

native vegetation and building upon that, working 

with your site, planting only local native species then 

mulching the lot. Lawns should be eliminated 

entirely. 

 The garden Betty created on Sydney’s 

Hawkesbury sandstone was as much a visual 

celebration of the bush as it was integral to wildlife 

habitat, inspirational to so many people and in 2002 

was classified by the National Trust. For acolytes it 

made a great deal of sense; abundant natural leaf 

litter protects the soil from summer heat, erosion and 

weed invasion while retaining soil moisture. It also 

feeds the soil organisms, progressively transmuting 

to humus, returning nutrients to feed the very plants 

that grow there. It is a beautifully elegant, self-

sustaining system. The Spotted gums we all delight 

in are now deprived of those nutrients. Their demise 

with the burrawangs is inevitable as is the wildlife 

that depends on them.  

 A nearby property was being managed quite 

differently. Under the gums and between the 

burrawangs is a lush green sward of grasses, ferns 

and other groundcovers. As I survey the scene the 

whole area is suddenly enveloped in overhead 

irrigation. Then I spot a sign affixed to a tree trunk: 

“Beware. Reclaimed effluent in this area. 
Do not drink. Avoid contact”. 

An appealing solution to bushfire concerns, for the 

area is lush with moisture. But on consideration 

really no better than its neighbour because this 

dramatic change in environment, potentially 

waterlogging the heavy clay soil will ultimately 

result in a very different ecosystem. In this particular 

instance those Spotted gums and burrawangs are part 

of an extensive forest that extends into the adjacent 

National Heritage Area. If we are to protect any 

native ecosystems those with this status must surely 

top the priority list. Back in the sixties the need for 

bushfire protection was hardly part of our ken and 

the recommendation to mulch, mulch and mulch 

some more is now anachronistic. As it turned out, the 

recent conflagration that engulfed much of Australia, 

leaving in its wake an ecological catastrophe of 

biblical proportions (apart from the horrendous 

human costs) miraculously missed these properties 

but nothing those two gardeners did could have had 

any impact on that inferno and its progression. 

 
 

The forest fights back three months 
after the inferno 
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 For almost two decades I have been coming 

to terms with living under eucalypts. In our case it is 

the Bangalay (Eucalyptus botryoides). Their 

sculptural contorted limbs writhe at all angles around 

the house in response to the winds. Our feelings for 

the trees echo those expressed by Walter Burley 

Griffin when he wrote: 

“The Gum tree is a poet’s tree……….a most 

wonderful tree.” 

But only now do I truly understand the dilemma of 

the endless deluge of leaves, gumnuts, bark and 

branches all of which are flammable at temperatures 

as low as 60˚C. (Under gums, bark is a huge 

component in summer.) In a wind-driven fire the 

volatile oil vaporises and accelerates ignition, with 

some trees sending embers far and wide. Rough-

barked trees and those that shed long bark ribbons 

are especially vulnerable to flames racing into tree 

canopies. 

 

 The theoretically desirable Asset Protection 

Zones around buildings required under planning 

legislation in NSW are in fact hopelessly inadequate. 

Gone the way of the dodo are the days when true 

blue Aussies, encouraged by the “Sydney School” 

architects, nestled homes into bush blocks with trees 

even emerging from timber decking, and house eaves 

allowing space for hugging trunks and limbs. In 

strong North East winds and ‘Southerly Busters’ an 

avalanche of debris builds up. It cannot be ignored. 

 On his homeward journey, having claimed 

Australia for his country, James Cook sailed from 

Botany Bay in 1770 northwards with his botanist 

Joseph Banks and in his log referred to the east coast 

as “this continent of smoke”. Traditional indigenous 

fire practices that alleviate the challenge of litter 

build-up are rightly now receiving renewed interest 

and will likely be encouraged and used far more 

frequently than in recent times. If widely embraced 

“Cultural burning” carries with it the prospect of 

smoke-filled air with an impact on global warming 

yet to be determined. In spite of this, in the hands of 

knowledgeable people, the benefits to the country 

itself include increased biodiversity: an appealing 

alternative to the destruction that sometimes 

accompanies hazard reduction burns. 

 When Banks arrived home he enthusiastically 

described many of his plant discoveries and shared 

collected seed with plant enthusiasts who at this time 

of worldwide botanical interest fervently competed 

with each other to establish spectacular gardens. In 

the milder parts of Britain and Europe eucalypts were 

extolled for their beauty, stature, fast growth and 

potential as construction timber as well as fuel. 

 During the Californian Gold Rush in the 

1850’s the government encouraged the planting of 

Blue gums (Eucalyptus globulus) and by 1870 the 

first large scale commercial plantations intended for 

desperately needed timber was cause for optimism.  

But early harvests were far from encouraging. The 

rapid growth had produced poor quality timber that, 

on drying, shrinks, twists and splits.  This was not 

discovered before Portugal in 1866 planted 35,000 

eucalypts to address devastating erosion following 

land clearing for grazing. Nevertheless Portugal 

became for a time the largest producer of pulpwood 

in Europe. People referred to the “eucalyptisation” of 

the country but there were unexpected side effects. 

The water table dropped alarmingly and wildlife was 

eerily absent from the forests. The prospering trees 

naturalised and invaded cultivated land and they 

became an all too frequent fire risk, for eucalypts 

 
 

The owner fought the fire from his deck in spite... 

 
 

Writhing eucalypts from our deck at Guerilla Bay 
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arguably head the list of the world’s flammable 

species. 

 In 1923 The Berkeley Fire in California was a 

wake-up call of what was in store where eucalypts 

were grown on a large scale and in 1991 at the 

interface of woodland and urban development, the 

Californian Oakland Firestorm brought the 

destruction of more than 3,000 homes. Then, 

exacerbated by Global Warming, the 2017 Northern 

California Wildfires demonstrated that ribbons of 

bark from eucalypts can become embers that travel 

vast distances when fire generates its own 

superheated winds. 

 Fire spread depends on several factors; the 

nature of the vegetation, terrain, prevailing winds 

and upper atmospheric conditions are all influential. 

Since the 2003 destructive Canberra fires, terrain and 

upper atmospheric conditions are deemed to have the 

greatest influence. They determine the fire 

behaviour. Topography significantly influences the 

direction the winds travel; hills cause winds to vortex 

and intensify fire speed and a change in wind 

direction can dramatically change the whole 

scenario. Fires can spread rapidly through long 

grasses as will wildfires spreading from tree canopy 

to tree canopy, but it is fires from embers starting 

random outbreaks that are most unpredictable. And 

many of the embers where eucalypts are grown are 

actually wind-blown bark. 

 Peter Wohlleben, the progressive forester and 

author of the best seller The Hidden Life of Trees 

writes in his latest book: 
“Try setting fire to a green beech or oak 
branch….you’ll quickly find you can’t. Living 
deciduous trees don’t burn no matter how hard 
you try.” 

The beech forests of Germany are not naturally prone 

to fire. But plantations of conifers are now planted 

near beech and their oil and resin-rich litter is perfect 

tinder to start a fire. Global Warming facilitates it. 

 Although no plant is totally fire-resistant, 

evidence clearly demonstrates that some plants are 

less flammable than others and some will actually 

retard fire spread by absorbing radiant heat or 

intercepting embers. Their considered placement can 

even reduce fire velocity, deflect heat and divert fire 

fronts. 

 Plants from saline habitats have high levels of 

minerals within their cells and are most resistant to 

burning. Beneficial in that way are Saltbush (Atriplex 

spp.), Boobialla (Myoporum spp.), Tamarix (Tamarix 

spp.) Carob (Ceratonia siliqua), Kurrajong 

(Brachychiton populneus), and N.Z. Mirror Bush 

(Coprosma repens).   Planting Saltbush, a drought-

hardy group of species with excellent fire resistance, 

was recommended as early as 1970 in the magazine 

The Fireman as the perfect plant along fence lines to 

contain grass fires.  

And Boobialla, also known as ‘Cockatoo bush’ in 

Europe, includes a range of species naturally 

occurring from the seashore to Australia’s interior, 

all with fleshy foliage. Species with thick leaves and 

a high moisture content are very beneficial. They 

include many succulent ground covers: Carpobrotus 

spp. Lampranthus spp. Sedum spp. Pelargonium spp. 

Portulacaria spp. Mesembryanthemum spp. 

Nasturtium officinale. 

 
 

Myoporum insulare (Boobialla) Narooma 

 
 

An ominous sky from our refuge at Tomakin  
at 9.00am on New Year's Day 
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 Our rainforest species with usually high leaf 

moisture content are also helpful fire retardants but 

under drought conditions will burn and may be killed 

outright. (Fire retardant species do not burn initially 

but will once they have lost moisture whereas fire 

resistant species burn only with a high temperature 

continued flame.) 

 But by far the best tree buffers are broad-

leaved exotics. Following the 1983 Victorian fires 

that became known as the "Ash Wednesday" fires, 

my on-site observations became indelibly imprinted. 

At Mt. Macedon, although destruction of property 

was extensive and apparently haphazard, many of the 

homes that escaped damage, even historic 

weatherboard homes, were commonly surrounded by 

mature, broad-leaved exotics such as oaks, elms, 

planes, poplars, liquidambers, maples and ash trees. 

The trees had shielded the buildings from radiant 

heat and the moisture-rich leaves actually cooled 

down the fire and snuffed out embers. Large, old 

trees with dense foliage are the best buffers. Unlike 

hard-leaved eucalypts, leaf litter from these trees is 

not readily flammable and decomposes into humus, 

enriching the soil and improving moisture-holding 

capacity. Maintaining a high moisture content 

through regular irrigation facilitates fire resistance 

but under drought conditions this is usually an 

unachievable objective as is the recommendation by 

Fire authorities to maintain a well-watered closely-

mown lawn as the most desirable buffer. For the 

home gardener who aspires to a low-water 

demanding garden, an irrigated green lawn is 

counter-intuitive.  

 In the 2009 "Black Saturday" fires in 

Victoria, the Maryville Fire Brigade observed that 

the three commercial buildings that escaped the 

inferno were all surrounded by mature canopies of 

broad-leaved species. Following the recent 

catastrophic fire that destroyed much of the 

delightful village of Mogo on the NSW South Coast, 

I spoke with the owner of a property that survived 

unscathed. Spontaneously she related that unlike her 

neighbour who suffered damage behind a garden of 

Australian plants, her exotic plantings undoubtedly 

saved her property. Another owner of a rural 

property on the fire-ravaged Ridge Road west of 

Malua Bay near Bateman’s Bay has a lovely timber 

farmhouse that escaped damage in spite of the 

inferno. On the recommendation of the CSIRO in 

Victoria where he had previously lived, he 

surrounded his home with mostly rainforest species 

and has no doubt they helped protect his home while 

the rest of the property burned. And he was diligent 

in reducing the build-up of leaf litter under his trees. 
“Increasing fuel loads dramatically increases the 

potential for catastrophic bushfire.” 
Michael-Shawn Fletcher, Associate Professor in 

Biogeography, Uni of Melbourne. 
 

 Observation and anecdote are the source of 

most evidence on flammability of plants because 

apart from moisture and mineral content, the 

flammability of living foliage depends also on its 

mass and density as well as leaf size, surface area 

and stem diameters. And the position of the plant 

with respect to surrounding topography plays a major 

role in influencing the temperatures to which the 

foliage is subjected in a fire. Laboratory experiments 

to establish ignition points have almost exclusively 

been carried out on dried material. It is therefore 

impossible to be prescriptive of temperatures at 

which plants ignite.  

 Broad-leaved deciduous exotics also provide 

the coolest summer shade. Undoubtedly this is 

largely the pleasure of being within the enveloping 

canopies of a well established garden on a hot 

summer’s day. 

 Carefully selected planting buffers can slow, 

deflect and reduce the spread of fire. A deep buffer is 

essential allowing for at least a staggered double row 

plantation of large trees and suitable understorey 

shrub protection on the fire-prone side. This will be 

more successful than the 80 metre deep grassland 

strips that were intended to protect in the 2003 

Canberra fires but where houses were lost through 

ember attack. 

 As early as 1980 the Victorian Country 

Authority had produced guidelines for landscape 

management, recommending species that are fire 

retardant and fire resistant. Exotic trees dominate the 

 
 

Ridge Road, Malua Bay 
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list of recommended species. Also included are our 

indigenous kurrajong, White cedar (Melia 

azedarach) and Moreton Bay fig (Ficus 

macrophylla). While climatic suitability is the first 

consideration in species selection, soil type and 

drainage must also be satisfied. We must shed our 

prejudices and select the best possible species from 

the world’s flora regardless of provenance. Of course 

species likely to self-sow and become invasive must 

be rigorously avoided.  

Ironically it is mainly exotics that we should select 

to plan protective buffers around our valuable 

bushland. 

 Urbanisation near bushland also demands 

carefully designed buffers throughout. But faced 

with current lot sizes and a commonly-encountered 

aversion to potentially large trees, the bigger 

challenge will be convincing communities to 

embrace this landscape management technique. On 

land that is zoned for residential development it 

should be incumbent on developers to allow for the 

buffers. I would suggest that ‘cells’ of residential 

areas each of say 250 lots be surrounded by planted 

tree and shrub buffers. The buffers would need to be 

at least 50 metres deep with some very fire-prone 

aspects 100 metres deep. Generous but necessary for 

our changing climate. Buffers would also become the 

community open space and linkage between 

residential ‘cells’ and to offset the loss of land that 

would otherwise likely be devoted to housing lots, I 

envisage a return to smaller lots of townhouses, 

courtyard and terrace style housing. With the 

currently increasing trend to single-person 

households as well as low-maintenance lots favoured 

by many, these housing styles are very appropriate. 

They provide every household with earth contact. 

Through observation of the interrelationships 

between myriad organisms even within that tiny 

garden we then truly learn that we are just one part of 

a larger canvas….  shared habitat. 

 The monotonously predictable subdivisions 

blighting so much of our country where one could be 

in any part of Australia; rural, urban, coastal or 

inland regardless of climatic differences and still feel 

“like home” need a shake- up. 

 Living at a close interface with nature and the 

joy this brings should be available to all Australians 

but it brings challenges, not the least of which are 

measures to protect the diversity of ecosystems (as 

well as our own homes and lives) in this most 

flammable continent on earth. It is time we took a 

fresh look at how we inhabit this country. 

 

John Stowar.   Landscape architect/horticulturist 

 
John was a member of REPS for many years before 

moving to the South Coast.  

He is to be thanked for this contribution. (Ed.) 

 
 

VALE WOODY 
 

The recent death of a REPS member, Richard 

Woodman (known as Woody) was a great loss to the 

Robertson community. His work in caring for injured 

and orphaned wildlife has been outstanding. The 

achievements of Woody and his wife, Kersten, were 

acknowledged in the leading article of the Southern 

Highlands News on 5th June and in the Robertson 

News. Their presence in REPS meetings was always 

a pleasure to share. The dedication to their 

endeavours was unsurpassed. 
 

 

WHAT A REMARKABLE SEASON! 
 

 

Pinkwood (Eucryphia moorei), the local cool-

temperate rainforest tree after which this newsletter 

is named, usually flowers in summer but now, in 

winter, some trees have flowers and many unopened 

buds (see photo just taken). 

 
 

Our courtyard garden at Guerilla Bay 
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PASSIONFRUIT at ROBERTSON 
 

Two beautiful native species grow in the 

district but are rarely seen. The one on the cover, Red 

Passionfruit (Passiflora cinnabarina), was recently 

photographed by Bob McInnes on Knight’s Hill. 

Another, Passiflora herbertiana subspecies 

herbertiana, was lately in flower beside Mauger’s 

Road and has also been found at the Robertson 

cemetery and near Burrawang. If readers also spot 

these, please contact the editor. 
 

 
Passiflora herbertiana subsp. herbertiana 

Notice the two glands at the base of the leaf-blade  
that are not on Red Passionfruit leaves. 

 

The introduced species include the delicious 

edible one, P. edulis, which thrives in our garden and 

sometimes germinates in the rainforest. Those of us 

who have purchased grafted plants may regret that 

the rootstock, Blue Passionflower (P. caerulea), can 

become a nuisance when its underground stems 

emerge everywhere. It is remarkably hardy and is 

popular in English gardens because of its attractive 

flowers. Its fruits, however, are inedible.  

Another exotic species is the Banana 

Passionfruit (P. tarminiana aka P. mollissima), 

which is a weedy vine beside Fountaindale Road, 

Lawn Avenue, and elsewhere. What a pity that its 

fruit does not have better flavour! 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

RECENT DEVELOPMENT APPLICATIONS 
 

REPS has just made a submission to the 

Council about the DA 20/1069 for The Robertson 

Hotel. It is proposed that the site be significantly 

redeveloped to create a resort to accommodate 

hundreds of guests in additional hotel rooms as well 

as villas at a cost of over 50 million dollars. While 

this may positively enhance the economy of the 

village, the concern is that what is planned will 

require the removal of a Robertson Rainforest 

remnant south of the old building. Robertson 

Rainforest has been protected for many years by 

NSW law and last year was also protected by Federal 

Law and so must not be destroyed. The plans could 

be altered to preserve this valued vegetation. Local 

residents are also concerned about traffic problems.  

Details of DA 20/1069 may be read at: 

https://datracker.wsc.nsw.gov.au/Modules/Applicatio

nMaster/Default.aspx 

 

A submission has also been made about the 

Draft Wingecarribee Local Housing Strategy, which 

proposes 100 extra dwelling houses on the land 

which is now three farmland blocks of 10 Ha or more 

between Lemmons Road on the north and High 

Street in the south, all on the North side of Robertson 

where rainforest remnants would also be removed. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

P. edulis 

 
P. tarminiana 

https://datracker.wsc.nsw.gov.au/Modules/ApplicationMaster/Default.aspx
https://datracker.wsc.nsw.gov.au/Modules/ApplicationMaster/Default.aspx
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MEETING DATES FOR 2020 
 

Details of the following meetings will be 

confirmed later, or they may be cancelled because 

of the current emergency. 
 

Friday 14th August 
 

Friday 9th October 
 

Friday 13th November 

AGM and presentation 
 

Friday 11th December 

Christmas Party 
 

Book review by Allan Stiles 

ROCKS AND TREES   -   John Martyn 
     

“A photographic journey through the rich and varied 
geology, scenery and flora of the Sydney region.” 
 

This fascinating and highly enjoyable book 

by John Martyn is published by STEP, a community-

based environmental organisation with over 400 

members from Ku-rig-gai, Hornsby and surrounding 

areas. Its primary aim is to work for the conservation 

of bushland in Northern Sydney. 

An interesting observation is that the volcanic 

soils of our district were not from of a single volcano 

but came from many extrusions that overlaid the 

sandstone plateau with basalt that has been eroded 

away over vast time to leave such outcrops as Mt. 

Tomah, Mt. Wilson, Nullo Mountain, Mt. Hay, Mt. 

Banks, and, the largest of these, the Southern 

Highlands that includes the Robertson district. 

Included with the feast of excellent 

photographs is one of the Robertson Nature Reserve 

and local waterfalls. 

The author is a professional geologist who is 

also interested in the vegetation of the region and the 

plants that are found on the soils produced from the 

variety of rocks he describes. 

John Martyn’s books may be ordered at: 

https://step.org.au/index.php/publications 
 

 

Articles for Eucryphia may be sent to the editor, 

Allan Stiles, at stilesaljen@bigpond.com . 
 

Printed at the Community Technology Centre (CTC), 

Robertson. 
 

Disclaimer: The views expressed in Eucryphia are 

not necessarily the views of the society. 

 

CAALANG CREEK WORKING BEES 
 

The last Saturday of every month at 9:30am 

onwards, subject to the weather. Please come and 

join us for as long as you are able. Meet at the 

footbridge in Hampden Park. 
 

Don’t forget water, hat and gloves. We have tools 

available, but bring your own if you can.  
 

Please make contact to learn when these will 

resume:  

• Steve Douglas 4271 4957 or  

• Leon Hall 4888 2222 

 

 
 

HELP CARE FOR OUR NATURE RESERVE 
 

1st Wednesday of each month  

from 9:30 am till noon. 
 

Meet at the South Street Carpark. Please bring 

garden gloves. More volunteers would be greatly 

appreciated. Everyone is welcome. It is not necessary 

to stay for the full time. 
 

Please make contact to learn when these will 

resume:  

* NPWS in business hours: 4887 8253.  

* Cathryn Coutts at: cathryn.coutts@gmail.com  
 

 

CONTACT REPS 
 

We welcome contact with individuals and other 

community groups. For further information and 

subscriptions please contact: 
 

President – Peter Glass on 4885 1921, 

Vice-President – David Mee on 4885 1483  

or PO Box 3045, Robertson 2577 
 

 

REPS MEMBERSHIP 
 

Those who are interested in supporting our aims are 

welcome to join REPS. Our aim is to promote the 

preservation and enhancement of the Robertson 

environment. Membership is from November to 

November.  

If you are not yet a member, please consider 

becoming one. 
 

 

VISIT THE REPS WEBSITE 

www.reps.org.au 

https://step.org.au/index.php/publications
mailto:stilesaljen@bigpond.com
mailto:cathryn.coutts@gmail.com
http://www.reps.org.au/

